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The Wages of Belief

A Story of the Sineater

1

August 31st, 2011

A foul breath blows against his face, the breath of That Which Does Not Exist but does, indeed, live. The breath is hot and cold alternately, smelling of the foulest of rot and sickness. He doesn’t open his eyes. He cannot bear to see That Which Does Not Exist again.

In his hand is a pocketknife he’s had since he was a boy. It’s sharp enough for his needs. He doesn’t want to use it but can’t fathom any other way to escape That Which Does Not Exist. Can he be forgiven if he does what he has planned? Will another find him, another one who will accept the fate he has borne for so many years? Will that other free him to peace and redemption?

Something touches his eyelids, begins pressing, two sharp points. Claws? Yes. That Which Does Not Exist certainly has claws, long claws, ragged, razor-sharp wings. Blinded by necessity, he tries to back up the rocky talus slope on which he stands, but the stones, crumbly and dry, give way beneath his feet and he loses his balance. He slams to the ground. The claws remain against his lids. They press harder. He tries to slap them away, but his hands pass through nothing. Harder now, the pressure of the claws, and they punch through and into the eyeballs and he screams in pain but now he can see. How can that be how can this be? He sees the glowing eyes, the horrible smile. He puts the blade of the knife to his neck and slashes as hard as he can and the pain in his neck is greater than the pain in his eyes but it’s the only way to get away from That Which Does Not Exist.

His blood flows thick and hot but he can’t feel it because he only feels the pain. He flops over then over then over trying to outwit his agony, but it won’t be ignored. Blood pours like a mountain river, covering his chest and arms and then his vision fades and then the pain does, too, and he’s cold, so cold, and then there is nothing.

2

September 12th

The air in the cabin is sticky with sweat, grief, dread. Fourteen mourners stand along the walls, gazing at the wooden table in the center of the room on which the coffin and pale corpse of the widower Bobby Via lies.

Bobby Via’s one-eared cat hops onto the table and into the coffin to sniff her owner’s cold nose but Pastor Powell swats her out and down with his right arm, his only good one now as the left was recently caught in his chipper, leaving an elbow-length stump.

Riding just below the stink of sweat and fear is the scent of freshly baked biscuits and fried ham. The dutiful ladies of the Church of the Faithful of Beacon Cove have done what was expected of them, providing a meal that none of them will consume. Rather, this meal, spread out on the chest of the deceased, is intended for the Terrible One who will come to dine. For the one whom no living person dare look upon. The one who will, in consuming the feast, ingest Widower Via’s sin and free the dead man’s spirit to rise up into the Loving Arms of God.

But where is the Terrible One? It is past time.

The cat jumps up onto the table again and puts her paw into the casket. Pastor Powell curses beneath his breath and knocks the cat down again.

The mourners shift on their feet, clear their dry throats, and wait. There are five families in this gathering, members of the small fellowship of worshippers in Beacon Cove, an isolated portion of the Allegheny Mountains. Adults, a few teens, a handful of kids. The community of true believers has dwindled over the years but these are those who are committed to their God, their Bible, their pastor, their traditions. The members’ homes—two trailers and four cabins—are situated close to one another, no more than a quarter mile between any of them. This works best. They are safer this way. The sixth family of believers is not in attendance. They are the Darrows. They would never dream of attending a wake.

They would never dare.

Bobby Via has been dressed in his best trousers and white shirt, which hadn’t been truly white for a long time. His hands are scrubbed and folded over his chest. His fingernails are chipped and less brown than usual, with most of the soil beneath them scraped away with the tip of a paring knife. The few strands of hair on his head are plastered down with a dab of the pastor’s hair cream. One of Bobby’s eyes remains partly open; he’d not been found soon enough to close them both all the way and one lid refuses to stay down. That single, ice-colored eye stares blankly at the cobwebs in the rafters overhead.

Pastor Powell clears his throat.

The summer and now early autumn have been extremely dry and hot. Even though Bobby Via’s cabin windows are open, there is no breeze. The mourners sniff in the heat, glance at each other. And with each minute, their dread grows. If only the Terrible One would come, do his duty, and be gone.

There is a thump near the cabin, down the pathway. The mourners quickly turn to face the wall so they won’t see the Terrible One. Pastor Powell hurries over and joins the others facing the wall.

Another thump. Closer now.

He has come. At last, the Terrible One is here.

Several of the woman begin whispering prayers for protection. Even facing the wall, they squeeze their eyes shut to be certain they will see nothing. For to look upon the face of the One, to witness his pus-white eyes, his scarred cheeks, his blood-colored lips, is to witness pure evil. Evil that can cause those who see him to lose their minds, even their lives, for if he becomes too hungry, he will rip someone to pieces and dine on their extremities.

The door thumps open and a gravelly man’s voice bellows, “Sorry t’ be late, Rev’rend. Damn bull got out; had t’ put ’im back in.”

It’s not the Terrible One. It’s George Tiller, Bobby Via’s nephew.

Everyone turns back around to face the table and the body.

Pastor Powell returns to the table to stand guard over the body.

The mourners wait.

Another three minutes pass.

Pastor Powell shivers in the heat. His stump wavers beneath the loose sleeve.

Two more minutes.

Then twenty-two-year-old Denny McAllister, tall, red-haired, with a belly that pushes the buttons of his shirt to near-popping, spits on the floor and stomps on the spittle. “Somethin’s wrong. Don’t think he’s comin’.”

“Don’t say that,” says George Tiller.

“I don’t think he’ll show up,” says Denny. “Even though it’s his goddamn duty.”

“Don’t take our Lord’s name in vain,” says Pastor Powell.

“I agree that somethin’ ain’t right,” says Pume McAllister, Denny’s grandfather. He shakes his bald head. His brittle beard rattles.

“Shut up, Pume,” said Denny. “That’s what I just said.”

George Tiller looks anxious. “What if he’s taunting us, making us wait.” His voice trembles. “He’s filled with the worst transgressions from the dead. Why wouldn’t he do this to us?”

“He would do it,” says Denny. “Because he knows the fuckin’ power he has over us. He wants us to stand around here like sheep waitin’ for him. He’s probably out there laughin’.”

“He’s supposed to get here within half hour after the wake starts,” says Marge Lanister, holding the hands of her twelve-year-old daughter, Crissy. “He knows if he don’t come, God’ll punish him and when he dies he’ll go to Hell.”

“Maybe he don’ care,” says Denny. “Maybe knowin’ we’s squirming like worms is worth it to him. He loves that. He’s a piece o’ shit.”

“Don’ talk like that,” says Pastor Powel. “Don’t talk about him!”

“He’s gotta show up,” George Tiller says, his voice twisting in despair. “If he don’t then my uncle ain’ gonna go to the Lord! Uncle Bobby deserves heaven!”

The mourners stare at the corpse and the food on its chest. What George said is true. What if the Terrible One doesn’t come? Bobby Via’s spirit will be damned to stay inside the rotting body, laden with all the sins he’d committed during his lifetime.

“Maybe he cleared out like Joel Barker did so many years ago. Leaving us stranded.”

Pastor Powell shrugs, not knowing what else to do.

After another long minute, Denny growls. “This is bullshit! I’m outta here. Rest o’ y’all can stay and wait.”

“Don’t! He’s out there!” says Marge. “We all gotta be here for that!”

“He ain’t comin’. He ain’ anywhere near here. He’s out there laughin’.” Denny slams out the door as loudly as he can.

One at a time, with angst, regret, fear, the rest of the mourners admit Denny must be right. They leave the cabin, telling Pastor Powell to please stay another half-hour and whispering prayers that Holcombe Darrow will change his mind and come do his dreadful duty. He will eat the food from Bobby Via’s chest.

After all, it is Holcombe’s responsibility.

He is the Terrible One. He is the sineater.

When the cabin is empty of all but Powell, the corpse, and the cat, the pastor lets out a breath and sits on the stool by the door. He waits. The cat comes over and winds through the pastor’s legs and the pastor doesn’t kick it away. He waits. When another half-hour has passed, he gets up and pats the dead man on the forehead. “I’ll dig your grave,” he says. “Sorry ’bout this. We really wanted you to get to Heaven. Damn it, we tried.” He spots a biscuit on the floor that hadn’t made it onto the body, so snatches it up and pockets it to munch on the walk back to his trailer. He decides to take a detour down to the little town of Ellison so he can pick up a Coke from the grocery store. That should help ease the dryness in his throat.

3

September 13th

Nineteen-year-old Winnie Tate nearly loses her footing on the muddy forest incline but grabs hold of a sapling to keep from falling. It is late afternoon. She needs to be getting home before Mam sends out the dogs. And oh, yes, Mam would do that. The family’s hounds are good trackers; they can find anything in the woods of the mountain. And the last thing Winnie needs is for Mam to know where she’s been these last few hours.

She’s a short girl with thick yellow hair and dense brows. She’d been seeing Denny McAllister on the sly for the last few months, having sex with him in the McAllister tool shed when she’s supposed to be cleaning out her family’s chicken pen and he’s supposed to be hunting turkey. For a short while, Winnie thought she loved Denny but not anymore. He’s a fat bum. Unreliable, stupid. Yet he knew how and where to touch her to make her explode. One time it was so good, her right shoe blew off. She’ll miss that—the sex—but won’t miss him anymore, not by a long shot. Most people in Beacon Cove don’t like Denny, either, but for various reasons.

He’s a stupid bum, she thinks.

Winnie is sore. Her thighs and privates are rubbed raw from Denny’s thrustings. She just wants to get home and never think about Denny McAllister again. He was mean to her this time, laughing when she farted during orgasm and then telling her she stunk like a ’possum that’s been dead for a week.

Fuck him. No, no more fucking him.

The sunlight is fading quickly, draining away on the western side of the ridge, behind the thick forest trees, and leaving the mountain slope in deepening darkness. Winnie’s just a quarter mile from her trailer but now, with the onset of evening, she begins to panic.

You’s one stupid girl, Winnie. Waitin’ this long to head home!

No one in their right mind would be out alone at night in the wilds of Beacon Cove. There is something—someone—in the dark that one should never encounter. Winnie knows how to avoid bobcats and bears. She knows the paths through the forest from home to home.

But she does not know how to keep the sineater at bay. No one does. The sineater is known to wander at night, driven on by the horrid hunger festering within him, hungry for the next wake, hungry for revenge for the life that’s been forced upon him. He is crazed. He is deadly.

Winnie cusses as she carefully slides down another wet, muddy patch to the flattened stretch of ground that leads home. She doesn’t look left or right; he might be there in the trees, his eyes a sin-fired orange, his lips peeled back in a malevolent grin.

“God Jesus help me, keep me safe in thy bosom, amen, amen,” she prays aloud as she tries to pick up her pace. Her voice squeaks.

Her trailer is closer now. She can see the spot of lantern light through the thick maples and cedars. Mama is probably wondering where the hell Winnie went to.

“Hurry your ass, Winnie!” she says. She begins to breathe through clenched teeth. Damn, I’m so sore!

A branch snaps on the path behind her.

What’s that?

Her heart stops, holds, picks up again. She walks faster but her sore thighs don’t like it.

Shit!

More snapping now. Closer. Soft footsteps. Following.

Oh God God God!

She forces herself to run. It’s more of a labored trot.

Run, you stupid shit!

She stumbles over a broken branch.

Move, Winnie! Move! Jesus God save me with your blood!

A whip-poor-will flies across in front of her, startling her. She draws up, staggers, forces her legs on.

Something is following. Something is gaining.

Sineater!

“I got a gun!” she shouts as loud as she can, though it comes out as a squeak. Can a gun kill the sineater? That’s something the community would never have considered.

“I got a big gun and I ain’ afraid to use it!”

Run, you idiot!

Snapping, rustling behind. Closer now. Breathing.

He wants me to see him, he wants to grab me, to eat me! Oh, God, help me!

Her arms pump in an attempt to pick up speed. Go go go go!

Winnie’s foot catches in a thick vine. Her arms flailing, she falls, face-first onto a large path-side rock. Her chin slams, knocking her head to a vicious angle. Her neck snaps. Breath whooshes from her lungs. She groans, twitches, gurgles. Pain squeezes her like an angry, psychotic lover.

Am I dying? I’m dying! God, I don’t want to die!

Her vision goes brilliantly white then fades.

But the agony remains much too long before death finally cuts Winnie some slack.
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Denny McAllister stands on the path behind Winnie, watching her die. “Huh,” he says when she finally goes still. He moves closer and nudges Winnie with his toe. She looks like a broken puppet. “Didn’t mean to kill her.”

He wasn’t planning on her ending up dead. He just wanted to scare her. He wanted her to run home, pissing her panties, crying to her mama. Nothing felt more empowering than scaring the shit out of somebody. He’d scared people before, people—especially kids—who were stupid enough to be out as it grew dark and thought he might be the Terrible One. It was the best, most powerful feeling in the world.

This doesn’t feel quite as good, though she deserved it, having broken up with him. “Sorry ’bout that, Winnie,” he offers.

Denny lets out a breath, deflated, disappointed. Well, at least nobody would think she’d been murdered. She was clumsy, everyone knew that. She tripped and fell and that was that.

Turning on the small flashlight he keeps in his back pocket, Denny makes his way back to his cabin. He’s careful, too, though, waving the light back and forth. If he ever encountered the sineater, he knows he’d probably run like a fucking kid, trip, and break his neck just like Winnie.
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Ten minutes later, Mama calls out the cabin door, angrily shouting, “Wanderin’ Winnie, where the hell you at? Well past supper time, girl!”

There is no answer.

“Winnie, where you at?”

No answer.

But Mama won’t go out looking at night.

No one in their right mind goes out alone at night.

4

September 14th

Henson Darrow shuts his laptop and puts his elbows on the campus library table, his chin in his hand. He closes his eyes then opens them to look at his palm. There’s an ink smudge on it; it looks a bit like a salamander. He wriggles his fingers and the salamander wags its tail.

Henson has been researching a paper on a unique contemporary culture for the Global Anthropology class in which he is enrolled, and it isn’t going well. It isn’t going at all, actually. So many cultures in the world, too much to dig through to choose a focus. Cultures of distant nations, cultures closer at hand.

He could select the struggling culture of the Tibetan Buddhists.

Or the culture of the Satere-Mawe in Brazil and the venomous stinging ants used in their coming-of-age ritual for young men.

Or the mysterious culture of the hostile, intruder-murdering Sentinelese on North Sentinel Island.

Or my family.

Or the coil-wearing, neck-stretching culture of the women of the Kayan tribe of Southeast Asia.

Or my family and the religious, sineating culture of Beacon Cove.

Henson shivers then is embarrassed over that familiar wash of fear. He looks around at the other students, some chatting, some deeply engaged in study, some typing madly on their computers or phones. None would have ever experienced what he’d lived through. Nothing could weigh on their shoulders like his past weighs on him.

A past tucked away up in the Allegheny Mountains of western Virginia. Up in the isolated hollows with his mother and brothers and their fucked-up traditions.

God, I’m so tired of thinking about home.

It isn’t often that he feels guilty for leaving. It was the only way to save his sanity. But whenever he gets a letter from his mother, Maye—every few weeks, like clockwork—he thinks about her, worries about her, and then does what he can to force her to the back of his mind. Maye Darrow knows how to handle her life. She’s dealt with her circumstance for years. Henson has no advice for her, except to leave like he did. To leave Beacon Cove and take Aaron and Wilson with her. To start a new life somewhere, anywhere. But, of course, she won’t. She believes it is her responsibility to stay. His father doesn’t need her; only the dead do. But it doesn’t matter. Maye Darrow is tragically sealed to her husband, Henson’s father, in a way that no other mother would want to be. That is her burden. That is the burden of her family.

And that includes…

“Henson?”

Henson puts his hand down and looks across the table. Amber stands there, her head cocked to one side, one brow up in mild amusement. She wears a purple and gold “Go Bulldogs” James Madison University t-shirt and a pair of cuffed denim shorts. Her shiny black hair is up in a loose ponytail.

“Daydreaming again?”

Henson nods. “You know me.”

“I know you. And I know you have a paper due in two days. I’ve finished mine and you’ve barely started.” Amber sits and reaches across the table. He hesitates then gives her his hand without the ink smudge. She runs her thumb along it, lets it go. He draws it back.

“You know our anniversary’s coming up, right?” she asks.

Henson doesn’t know that. They’ve been dating (though Henson would call it “hanging out”) since the second week of their freshman year—last year—and have been a couple of sorts ever since. They met during orientation, sitting side by side and listening to the university president welcome them with his required blah-blah-blah. She was attracted to what she called his “rugged outdoorsman individualist appearance and attitude.” He liked her because she was upbeat, charmingly and openly goofy, someone who had never been popular in high school and had no airs about her. Someone who could even make him laugh at times. And, truth be told, she is his only friend.

Yet sometimes even one friend is too much. Sometimes she doesn’t know when he needs to be left alone.

“Remember our first date?” Amber pulls the neck of her t-shirt up over her chin then drops it back.

“I think so.”

Amber grinned. “When was it?”

“September. Last week of September.”

“September twentieth.”

“September twentieth.”

“Wanna do something special to mark the one year?”

“Like what?”

Amber shrugs. “Something. Dinner? Movie? Something other than just staying around campus like we usually do. Something cheap, of course.”

Definitely something cheap. Amber earns part of her tuition bussing tables in the larger of the two college dining halls. Henson, who is at the university on an “Outstanding Appalachian Student” scholarship, makes a few extra dollars as one of the work-study students who keep Sinclair Gymnasium clean. The scholarship paid for his room and tuition but everything else is paid for by wiping sweat from the gym floor and piss from the gym’s numerous bathrooms.

“Sure,” says Henson. “We’ll do something. Now I’ve got this—”

“Paper, yeah. I did mine on the Mursi women of Ethiopia, you know, those lip discs? They wear them to be beautiful and seductive. They take them out to eat. I just keep picturing all the drooling. Can you imagine such a culture?”

“Lots of strange things in the world.”

“Want help picking a culture?”

“I’ll pick one. I’m an up-to-the-very-deadline kind of guy, you know me.” He forces a smile.

Amber smiles in return. “Okay, mister up-to-the-deadline. See you later. My dorm? I’m heading out for some KFC for lunch. Want something?”

“Sure. Whatever’s good.”

Amber pops up, curtsies in her dramatic, goofy way, and walks away.

She truly is nice. He knows he’s lucky. But he doesn’t know how to be a boyfriend and is pretty shitty at it. He’s watched other guys around campus—the jocks and wise-crackers, the studs, and the rich-as-shit playboys. They know how to talk, to move, to slide easily in and out of social situations with no apparent sense of discomfort or insecurity. Henson, on the other hand, doesn’t like parties. Doesn’t enjoy eating in the dining hall with Amber and her other cute, equally goofy friends, though he’s done it several times to make her happy.

While Amber loves to regale him with stories of her high school years, of her drama and science club adventures back in Norfolk, he has no stories he dares to share. He can’t bring himself to tell her much about his school in the mountain town of Ellison, a well-worn brick building constructed in the 1930s and housing grades K-12 with a student population of never more than fifty. No drama or science club, no basketball team, no swim team or field hockey team or cross-country team. No prom or cheerleaders or Homecoming. The school band during his senior year consisted of three kids on drums, one clarinet, two bugles, and a xylophone. The chorus, always small, presents an April concert once a year in which the students traditionally begin with “Amazing Grace” and then sing a collection of mountain ballads, ending with the National Anthem. Henson didn’t take part in band or chorus or anything beyond his regular classes. He stayed to himself, got good grades, and avoided the expected and relentless taunts and bullying of the other students. Neither Henson’s seventeen-year-old brother Aaron, who suffers from heart trouble, or his sweet and childlike sixteen-year-old brother, Wilson, even bothered to go to school. And no school administrator cared to do anything about that.

All because of their father.

“Henson? You okay?” It’s one of the librarians, Ms. VanLear, standing to his right. Nice lady, kind face. Knows him as one of the regulars.

“Yeah.”

“You look like you don’t feel well,” she says.

“Just tired.”

“Why don’t you go back to the dorm? Get a nap?”

“I have this paper due.”

“I know. And it won’t be written by just staring into space when you’re dead to the world. Get a nap. Come back this evening. You know we’re open until nine-thirty.”

“I know.”

“Okay?”

He wants to say no but figures she’s right. He can start on the paper later tonight after he has some supper and gets an hour’s sleep. He has enough possibilities bookmarked on his laptop.

It’s sunny and bright out on the campus grounds. Other students move around him in their breezy late-summer wear. Few seem to notice him, a thin young man of twenty with light brown hair and furrowed brows, dressed in jeans and a plain green t-shirt, clutching a laptop to his chest. A young man who walks as if being followed by something or someone. Every so often a student smiles at him, nods, or utters a passing “hey,” and he returns the acknowledgement, but more often than not there are no social greetings and he keeps on moving.

Henson wants to fit in. That is why he’d come to the university after all. Fitting in is as important as a degree, and a degree will make it more possible for him to fit in. To fit into the real world, the larger world, a world that isn’t cloistered and ruled by superstitions. A world that offers a wider lens through which to view reality. A world that offers more opportunities to explore, to learn, to awaken. To become.

It’s unnerving, this new world, and he’s been struggling. But it is worth it.

Henson crosses a wide grassy patch from one sidewalk to another, then continues over the railroad track and past the university gymnasium to his dorm. It is a nondescript three story brick building, male and female occupants, mostly freshman. Now a sophomore, he’d been asked in August if he wanted to be a resident advisor for the semester but he declined. A little extra money would have been good but dealing directly with all those other students would not have been. Henson’s room is on the third floor, a single. Last year, he’d shared a room with a young man named Benny Gibson. Benny was a partier. The two were civil to one another but never spent time together, never had late night conversations, never shared a joint. Benny now has an apartment off campus. Henson can’t afford an apartment but is just as glad to be close to everything. And not having a car makes that an even better choice.

His bed is made, his desk organized. In the corner is the second-hand guitar, the one thing on which he’s splurged since coming to college, and which he’s taught himself to play. The window, which looks out at Interstate 81, has blinds but no curtains. On the wall is a framed painting Amber made spring semester in her Art Techniques 101 class. The Allegheny Mountains. Watercolor. She’d painted it for him, thinking he’d like it. He pretended to.

Henson puts his laptop on his desk, picks up his guitar, drops onto his bed. He’s been creating songs over the last few months. He knows they aren’t very good, but that’s okay. Amber shared a quote once when she was in his room, listening to him play: “Music hath charms to soothe the savage breast.” He understood immediately. His guitar, his songs, his music is the one thing that he would label as comforting, and comfort is a very rare thing.

He picks it up, begins to strum, to sing.

“Out beyond the mountain,

Out past shadows long,

Far from cove and hollow,

Rises up a song.

Seeking clear and blue skies,

Reaching for the sun,

No more in the shadows,

No more need to run…”

The phone buzzes in his jeans pocket. Henson looks at the phone, sees the number. “Damn it.” The call is from the Baptist Church in the tiny town of Ellison, so it must be his mother. She rarely calls because the Darrow cabin doesn’t have a phone. They live too far up the mountain. The only one they’re allowed to use is the one at the church because the Baptist preacher, George Patterson, doesn’t believe in the sineater nonsense and so doesn’t feel obligated to shun the family.

The phone buzzes again. Something’s up. Henson doesn’t want to know what it is. He grabs the phone and goes to the window to watch the vehicles heading north and south along the interstate, going places he hopes to visit someday.

Buzz…

You don’t need to answer, Henson.

Cars, buses, tractor-trailers, RVs, all free to travel somewhere different. New York City. Atlanta. Miami.

Buzz…

Somewhere.

Don’t answer. She can leave a message.

Buzz….

He holds it to his ear, presses the green button. “Hey, Mom.”

“It’s Aaron.”

Shit. “Aaron? What’s up? Why’re you calling—?”

“Henson, shut up and listen. We got bad trouble. You gotta come back. Right away.”

5

September 15th

The air conditioning in Amber’s Toyota had been turned on so high that when Henson climbs from the passenger’s seat, the sweltering heat hits him like a fist. He wipes sweat from his forehead then pops open the back door to retrieve his overnight satchel and guitar case. In his shirt pockets are his phone and a small folding knife he uses to clean his fingernails when no one is looking. Amber turns off the car and hops out, hands on hips.

“So, a week, you think?” she asks.

Henson puts the cases down and looks around. They’re at the Sheetz gas station just off Interstate 81, on the outskirts of the city of Staunton. Cars maneuver in and out of the pump rows; customers enter the convenience store empty-handed while others emerge with bags of snacks, cans of motor oil, lottery tickets.

“That’s what I figure. No longer than that. Sorry, Amber.” He hasn’t told her why he has to go home. He merely mentioned that his mother needs some help. That seemed to satisfy Amber, for she didn’t press the point.

“As my mom would say, ’ya gotta do what ya gotta do,’” Amber says.

Guess that’s exactly what I’m doing. What I gotta do. Damn it.

Henson walks around the car, gives Amber a hug. He likes the feel of her chin on his shoulder, her arms around his back, her body against his. It’s almost unbearably hot outside, but this is a heat he likes.

“You might miss our anniversary.” Her voice is muffled.

“Sorry ’bout that.”

“Me, too. You sure I can’t drive you all the way home? We’re at the station, I can fill up the tank. My car’s in good shape. Only rattles a little.”

“No, thanks. I’ve got another ride. All’s good.”

I don’t have another ride. Not yet.

“You don’t want me to meet your family.” She winks.

“Ha, ha. Maybe some other time.”

Or never.

“I’m just picking. I know you have private family shit to take care of.”

“Yeah. And thanks.”

“Happy to give you a lift here.”

“That, and thanks for understanding. Or at least trying to.”

She steps back. “That’s me. Queen of understanding.”

“Someday I’ll give you the full story. You’ll need a couple bottles of wine first, though.”

“Or moonshine?”

“Why not? Moonshine. I’ll bring some back with me.”

She chuckles.

“Thanks again for the ride.”

“It was only twenty miles.”

“You’re a good person.”

“Of course, I am. A sparkling diamond of a gem.”

“I’ll be back soon. Take notes for me in class.”

“Sure thing.”

He leans in for a quick kiss. With that, she climbs into the Toyota, waves, and is gone, down from the gas station, back out to the interstate.

Yes, Henson is heading to Beacon Cove, but first, he has someone he must visit in Staunton. Someone he doesn’t want Amber to meet. Someone he doesn’t want to meet.

If I can do it without looking at him…

Shut up. Stop it. You don’t believe that shit anymore. Right?

Carrying his satchel and guitar, he enters the convenience store and worms his way to the back. There, against a cold case, he takes out his phone and calls for a cab.

“I’m at the Sheetz on 250. I need a ride to the west side of town.”

He buys a bag of chips but throws it in the trash outside the store.

The cab ride is short—up and down a few hills, through a tidy downtown, out along a stretch of road featuring a print shop, grocery store, Salvation Army Family Store, and a row of box-sized houses.

The cab driver steers the car into the graveled parking lot of JB Repairs, which, on its sign, boasts, “We service automobiles of all kinds!” Henson pays the driver, gets out, looks around. JB’s is like many smaller, independent auto shops. A few cars and a pickup are parked on the side of the lot. There are three bays, two open, one closed. Inside one of the open bays, two men with a box of tools by their feet study the engine of a blue sedan. An office sits to the left of the bays. The smell of various chemicals is strong.

Henson stares at the office door. He hates that he’s afraid to go in. It makes him feel weak and stupid. He isn’t the terrified kid he used to be. He’s a new man, a strong college man; he is fitting in with the new world.

But inside that office is something from the old world.

“Hey, man, you need something?” It’s one of the mechanics, peering out of the bay.

“Owner.”

“In the office.”

“Thanks.” Henson goes to the door, tries to see inside the grease-coated window without luck. He turns the doorknob, pushes the door open. It squeaks.

A tall rotary floor fan is running at top speed. A bulletin board boasts used cars for sale, flyers for twenty percent off repairs, and photos of the mechanics waving from a JB Repairs float in a Staunton Christmas parade. Henson doesn’t look closely at that. An open door behind the counter leads to somewhere in the back. The counter is covered in papers, a desktop computer, and a little bell to ring for service.

Henson taps the bell.

A voice from somewhere in the back: “Be right there.”

Henson puts his fists on the counter, leans on them. Then he forces his hands open to lie flat on the scuffed surface. He can’t show fear; he has to show confidence.

“One second,” comes the voice.

Henson glances again at the bulletin board; his eyes skim across the photo of the Christmas parade. The two mechanics outside sit on top of the float, which is decorated like an old-timey fire engine. Henson guesses that the owner of the shop is driving the float and isn’t seen in the photo. That’s good. Henson doesn’t want to be tricked into seeing him before he’s ready.

What is wrong with me? I don’t believe that shit anymore!

Yet, Henson’s heart beats faster than it should. He takes a deep breath, counts to eight as Amber has taught him, and then lets it out slowly through his mouth.

I’m not a Beacon Cove boy anymore.

Henson has a sudden thought; with trembling fingers he pulls his sunglasses from his shirt pocket and puts them on. Maybe they will help reduce the impact. Then he takes the sunglasses off. Stupid, foolish idea.

Grow the hell up, Henson!

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

Henson’s throat is dry. He turns his face toward the voice but keeps his eyes downcast to the man’s shirt.

“What can we do for you?”

“I need to talk to you.” He’s glad his voice doesn’t shake.

“Sure, no problem. Need a repair? Or a new used car? We have a few in pretty good shape.”

Henson slowly raises his gaze. You fucking idiot. Look at him!

He does.

The man who came out into the office is medium height, wavy dark hair, curious brown eyes, early-thirties. On sight and in another setting, Henson wouldn’t have made any connection. But it’s the accent. The unmistakable Ellison-Beacon Cove accent. Yes, this is the one.

But so far, so good. Henson lets out another long breath.

“Before you tell me what’s wrong with your car, though,” says the man, holding up an apologetic hand, “I have to tell you that we’re booked fairly solid at the moment. It would be at least five days before we could take a look. But, of course, we’re happy to help you out. Our motto is ‘quality service with friendly smiles that will keep your car running for miles and miles.’” The man laughed. “At least it rhymes, right?”

He notices a huge scar on the palm of the young man’s left hand, ragged, mottled flesh, as if it had been badly burned. Henson wonders if he wounded himself working on a car. Battery acid, maybe. “Yeah,” says Henson. “But I don’t have a vehicle.”

“Okay,” said the man. “You’re here on behalf of someone else’s car? Or you want to buy one of our used vehicles?”

“None of that. I’m Henson Darrow.”

The man’s mouth opens but he says nothing for a full five seconds. “Henson Darrow? Of the Darrows from Beacon Cove?”

Henson nods.

“Wow.” The man’s open, friendly expression is now slightly clouded, hesitant. “Kinda far from home, aren’t you?”

“You know it’s not that far. Hour and a half, about, if you have a car.”

“Right. Right.” Then, “Why are you here, Henson?”

“You’re my second cousin.”

“Yes. But we’ve never actually met.”

“No. But I know who you are, who you…were.”

The man’s eyes narrow. “I left the Cove when you were, what, five years old, Henson? Why’re you here now?”

I can’t say it I can’t say it I have to say it there’s no turning back.

Henson steels his shoulders. “Holcombe’s gone missing, Joel.”


[image: ]



There is a small break room in the back of the shop. A drink machine, coffee pot, table and four chairs. Roll of paper towels in the middle of the table. Henson sits on one chair; Joel Barker sits on another. Henson isn’t sure how to begin. He’s rehearsed what he is going to say, but it’s now a fuzzy spot in the back of his head. He wants to ask Joel what he should do
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